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Aim of the Study
As technology becomes an increasingly large part of the
way we understand, interact, and relate to the world around
us, the question of how digital interpretive media should be

Common Digital Interpretive Technologies: Video, Audio guides, and Touch Screen Interfaces
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used in museums has become a topic of debate.
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This study aims to investigate how technology is being used
in the setting of the art museum, with a focus on the impact
these tools have on visitor engagement.
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Research Questions
What motivates an art
museum’s digital strategy?
What kind of technologies
are used in gallery
spaces?
Why do museums opt to
use certain technologies
over others?

What is a digital
strategy?
In this study, I define
digital strategy as the
general principles that
guide a museum’s use
of technology. These
principles could be
simple, like “We try to
avoid digital screens in
the gallery whenever
possible,” or more
complicated, like “We
use technology to
challenge problematic
narratives that might
surround the work we
exhibit”.
Left: A multimedia work,
Rendering of Ranu
Mukherjee: A Bright
Stage, at the de Young

Methods
This research is
based in qualitative
data from the
following three
sources:

The following museums were
included in the study:
• Seattle Art Museum in Seattle, WA

o Observational
data
o Review of online
content

Cantors Arts Center

Salem, OR

• Hallie Ford Museum of Art in Salem,
OR
• de Young in San Francisco, CA
• SFMOMA in San Francisco, CA
• Cantor Arts Center in Palo Alto, CA

Museums face many challenges when introducing technology into
gallery spaces, including:
• Limited time and man-power: Digital integration is timeconsuming and requires technical expertise that smaller museums
may not be able to dedicate
• Limited physical space: Museums in historic buildings might have
low ceilings that make it hard to include video or screens, or they
may lack consistent WiFi, making it difficult to include technology
across all galleries
• Limited capital: These features are costly to develop, which forces
museums to pick and choose where they integrate digital content

San Francisco, CA
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X
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San Francisco, CA

X

X

X
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X

X

Additionally, ideological debates about how art objects should be
presented complicate how an institution structures their digital strategy

Preliminary Findings
After completing this study, I observed the following patterns:
• Common tools: Featured in the section to the left, many museums
in the study utilized similar platforms and formats to present digital
content.
• Common limitations: As outlined above, many museums had
similar issues when incorporating technology into the gallery for the
first time.
• A collaborative effort: Over and over, respondents described how
the process of digital integration had brought museum departments
together that otherwise would never have been in conversation.
• Hierarchy of digital integration: Perhaps unsurprisingly, across
the board, temporary exhibitions featured more technology

Video in the gallery. Video screening at the de
Young’s special exhibition, Cult of the Machine

Hierarchy of Digital Integration
While there were no discernable typologies in digital
strategy that would allow these museums to be placed into
categories, across the board, special exhibitions had a
heavier level of digital integration.

• Tacoma Art Museum in Tacoma, WA
• Portland Art Museum in Portland, OR

o Interviews

Hallie Ford Museum of
Art
San Francisco Museum of
Modern Art
The de Young (Fine Art
Museums of San
Francisco)

Challenges with Digital Integration

When museums lack the contextual information that is often
provided by interpretive technologies, visitors without a
background in art history are left with less information
about permanent collection objects and are at a
disadvantage in their experience of the museum as a whole.

Audio guides. A screenshot
of the audio guide, provided
on SFMOMA’s mobile
application, for their special
exhibition René Magritte

Touch screen interfaces. Interpretive Media Station
at Seattle Art Museum’s special exhibition, Double
Exposure

Left: At the end of
SFMOMA’s special
exhibition, René
Magritte: The Fifth
Season, an
interactive
augmented reality
feature uses front
facing cameras that
allow visitors to see
themselves inside
Magritte’s works.

Future Work
Based on my work thus far, I suggest that the following attributes would
contribute to the success of a interpretive technology utilized in an art
museum:
• Scalability: Museums can increase intellectual access by allowing
visitors to select the level of detail they wish to receive about a work,
creating a customizable, scalable experience
• Providing the device: While mobile application can be extremely
effective, providing visitors the device they need to access content
ensures everyone can engage with the material
• Consideration of the collection as a whole: Rather than focus on
individual pieces in a way that doesn’t consider their relation to other
pieces and the entire collection, I suggest a tool that situates the
object within the museum

I would like to thank the Richard Collier-Bangs Institute of Ethics and Science, the University
of Puget Sound, and the UPS Department of Art and Art History for their generous support of
this research. All image credits go to the author.
PRINTED BY

AT UNIVERSITY OF PUGET SOUND | PUGETSOUND.EDU/PCS

